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Of WEIRDs and SUSHIs and People Who Use Chopsticks
By: John Medina | Posted: February 7, 2012

Understanding the contributions that nature and nurture make to a given
behavior is tricky business, even for professionals in the field. The research
world is littered with heroic, but ultimately unsuccessful, attempts to tease
these apart.
Here’s one famous cautionary tale.
A group of biologists decided — with straight faces — to find out if there was
a genetic basis for why some people eat with knives and forks and others eat
with chopsticks.
The researchers surveyed a large group of American undergraduates. This
population is one of the best studied — and least representative — in all the
behavioral sciences. (We actually call them WEIRDs, short
for Western,Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic to indicate the
skewing ). The question we asked this privileged class? “How frequently do
you use chopsticks during meals?” After collecting DNA samples from these
kids, the scientists then looked for any gene that might associate with the
behavior. Lo and behold, they found one!
They christened this amazing little molecular bundle the “Successful Use of
Selected Hand Instrument” gene — the SUSHI gene (I am not making this up)
— which was subsequently published in a journal with the solemn title
ofMolecular Psychiatry.
The idea took a victory lap around the scientific community when it was
successfully replicated in another lab, and the glad tidings were announced:
The chopstick gene had been found! If you had SUSHI, you were more
predisposed to use chopsticks than if you didn’t have SUSHI.
Really?
It took more than 24 months to discover that the results were a hot, steaming
pile of wishful thinking. There was a SUSHI gene all right, but it was part of a
larger gene family with the hopelessly complex name of HLAA1 (it’s a
histocompatibility gene, if you insist). This histo HLAwhatever gene is one
member of a family of genes carrying a different distribution profile among
Asians and Caucasians, something we call “allelic frequency.”
To understand what allelic frequency is, and why the chopstick stuff became
scientific offal, we need to briefly define what an allele is.
An allele is simply a one version of DNA sequence responsible for a particular
gene at a specific chromosomal location. As you may know, genes are strung
on a chromosome like beads on a string, and that the traits they supervise
tend to reside in the same location from one person to the next. The gene for
brown eye color, for example, is located on chromosome 15 throughout the
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human family. So is the gene for blue eyes. The blue variation and the brown
variation are said to be alleles of each other. Perhaps your family has a lot of
blueeyed baby brothers, whereas those in your best friend’s family are
primarily brown. Their allelic frequencies are different, hence the term. Allelic
frequency is that percentage of all alleles of a given gene that are of a specific
type.
SUSHI is in fact heavily weighted towards Asian populations. Simply put,
Asians carry it more than Caucasians do.
Do we have a clearcut genetic finding that SUSHI genes compel people to eat
with chopsticks? Of course not. To name just one objection to this
interpretation, it is a cultural/historical observation that Asians have used
chopsticks more often than Caucasians at meal time. Do they still? The
researchers may simply have discovered that undergraduate Asians eat with
chopsticks a lot. (That is only one of several possible interpretations, of
course, and is one of the great hazards of exclusively relying on what we call
“associative data”).
Either way, this story is not exactly Nobelwinning material. There are many
problems with leaning exclusively on what is often called “associative data.”
Good to be cautious, turns out. The histocompatibility gene is associated with
the human immune system, not with human eating.
Like I said, teasing apart nature and nurture is tough even for people who
presumably know what they’re doing. And as the chopsticks story indicates,
we sometimes clearly don’t.
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